Utility stairs are
transformed into a
squeak-free finished
staircase with straight-
forward carpentry and
easy-to-source parts

BY GARY STRIEGLER

think anyone who’s worked on a new
multistory construction project would
agree that having a set of sturdy, func-
tional stairs makes finishing the build
easier. On the houses I work on, the framer
builds stairs from stringers and treads cut
from 2x12s as soon as possible in order to

move material and workers between floors
safely and efficiently without risking dam-
age to an expensive finished staircase. When
the house gets to the finish carpentry stage,
I replace the temporary 2x12s with hard-
wood treads and cut and fit paint-grade
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plywood risers and MDF skirtboards to
match the site conditions. The enjoyable
six- to eight-hour project turns a scuffed and
paint-spattered utility stair into an attractive
finished staircase.

If you want to save time and avoid redo-
ing work later, it’s important to verify the
finished flooring at the top and bottom of
the stairs before cutting and installing the
2x12 stringers and temporary treads. You
can shim treads and trim stringers to com-
pensate for a change in flooring height from
what was planned, but it’s faster and easier to

get it right from the start. If miscommunica-
tion or a change of mind leads to a different
floor thickness, you may need to adjust the
stringers for a safe and code-compliant stair
with risers that are all within a ¥4 in. or less.

Start with the skirtboards

The stairs I work on all have painted skirt-
boards, which I make out of 16 ft. by 15Y4-in.
MDF shelving boards ripped to 13%2 in. wide.
Our framers always leave a space between
the outside stringers and the walls for the
skirtboards to drop into. Most of the stairs
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starRT WiITH THE SKIRTBOARDS

The skirtboards are made from ¥s-in. MDF, which is dimensionally stable and routs cleanly. | cut
dadoes in the skirtboards that accept the treads and hide their ends. To make up the total length of
these stairs, two skirt sections are needed. | find it easier to connect the top one after the bottom

one has been fastened to the wall. Biscuits keep the two pieces aligned at the splice.

1 « SCRIBE THE TREAD DADOES

2 » ROUT THE DADOES

A pair of MDF boards guides the pattern-cutting router bit for plowing the
dadoes in the skirtboards. Align the stacked boards with the scribed lines,
and attach another board beneath them that aligns with the top edge of
the skirtboard. For one of the skirtboards, the router will be making a climb
cut, meaning it will want to pull itself forward. | use a D-handle router for
more control and so | can easily let off the trigger when the bit reaches the

bullnose end.

After cutting back the temporary stair treads from
one side of the stairway, cut the bottom of the lower
skirtboard to match the floor and lower it into place.
Use the stringers and a piece of scrap that matches
the tread thickness (1 in.) to mark the tread dadoes.

With the
lower
skirtboard
still on the
workbench,
make biscuit
slots in the
top end
where it will
be joined to
the upper
skirtboard
later.

3 * PREP FOR THE SPLICE

we build are quite long, so I have to splice
the skirtboards. Besides allowing you to
work with a smaller, shorter section, another
advantage of working with a multipiece skirt
is that it’s easier to work out the transition
details at the top and bottom of the stairs.

When a section of skirt is all prepped,
another crew member and I set it in place.
The extra hands help keep the long board
from breaking, and the extra set of eyes helps
to line up the skirt with the layout marks.

I fasten most of the parts with a 15-ga. fin-
ish nailer. The thicker nails hold the parts

better than smaller nails. I fasten treads with
screws and construction adhesive, because |
don’t want callbacks related to squeaks. My
painter fills the nail and screw holes in the
painted parts with color-matched putty after
the sealer, before applying the top coats of fin-
ish. Once the screw holes are filled, sanded,
and given a light stain, they virtually vanish.
I used to countersink and plug each hole,
but that process is a lot of work and in the
end, the screw locations are more obvious.
Transforming a well-built construction
stair into a finished stair keeps my life sim-

IR GETRER ] Once it is prepped,

place the lower
skirtboard on the
layout lines and
secure it with pairs
of 2'%2-in. 15-ga.
nails driven into
the studs, which
will pull it tight to
the wall. | use finish
nails to help hold
the skirt in the right
spot. The nail holes
will be covered by
the base cap later.

ple; all the drywall can be completed at the
same time, and I don’t have to come up with
a plan to get a large factory stair into the
house and then protect it. Plus, the electrician
can complete all the rough wiring for things
like staircase tread lights at once, without
having to make a special trip after the stairs
are installed. O

Gary Striegler owns Craftsman Builders in
Fayetteville, Ark., a company specializing
in millwork and interior details. Photos by
Roe Osborn, except where noted.
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S KI RTBOARDS CONTINUED

5 ¢« MEASURE FOR THE TOP SKIRT

Extend the line for the top of the skirt beyond the landing, and
then draw a plumb line from the corner of the framing (not the
nosing) to the skirt line. Measure from the lower skirt to this
plumb line and add about 6 in. to the dimension so you can
scribe the transition to the baseboard right on the skirt.

7 * SLIP IN THE TOP SKIRT

Cut the baseboard intersection and
groove for the biscuits, and rout the
dadoes for the treads on the upper
skirt. Glue the upper skirt to the
lower skirt, and then nail it to the
studs with pairs of 15-ga. nails.
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6 * MARK THE BASEBOARD INTERSECTION

If the landing is finished floor, as this one was, use an oscillating
multitool to trim the landing nosing to accommodate the skirt.
After slipping the upper skirt section into place, use a scrap of
baseboard to mark where the skirt transitions to the baseboard
on the second floor.

8 « MEASURE FOR THE OPEN SKIRT

Before installing the bottom riser on this stair, | put
a straightedge against the stringer at the bottom of
the stairs and measured for the small section of open
skirtboard that covers the exposed framing.

9 » FASTEN THE OPEN SKIRT

To add the extra width needed for the balustrade that
was installed later on top of the treads, | screwed 2x
spacers to the stringers. Then | laid out and cut the
open skirt before nailing it to the spacers.
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FIT AND FASTEN

TREADS AND RISERS

Treads and risers are installed from the bottom to the top, which allows you to
glue and nail each riser to the back edge of the tread below it. This stair has
white oak treads with risers ripped from cabinet-grade pine plywood, which is
more stable and less expensive than solid wood.

1  SCRIBE THE FIRST RISER 2 * FASTEN THE FIRST RISER

The rise on this stair is 7% in., so | ripped the risers to
772 in. The small gap prevents the risers from squeaking
against the stringers or floor below. | cut the open risers
long and scribed the end to the skirt at the closed side.

3 * MAKE MITERED RETURNS 4 » MEASURE THE TREAD

| added a manufactured bullnose to the When marking the length of treads that overhang
exposed tread ends on the open part of the  an open end, measure from the mitered return,
stair, using pipe clamps to hold it in place rather than the end, or you'll end up with a tread
while the glue set. To finish the back side of  that’s too short. After cutting the tread, sand the
the tread return, | nailed and glued a small return and back edge, which are difficult to sand
angled return that overhangs the skirt. once the tread is installed.

After the bottom
riser is cut to
length with the
scribed angle,
use a shim to
hold it plumb
while nailing

it into place.
Long, solid shims
are a must for
installing treads
and risers. | had
a crew member
cut dozens of
shims ahead

of time using a
tablesaw jig.

5 ¢« MARK FOR SCREWS

To keep the screw location and
spacing consistent on all of the
treads, make a marking template
using a length of blue tape on the
tongue of a framing square. Mark
screw positions about 2 in. from
the back edge and then 4 in or 5 in.
from that first mark.

6 * DRILL PILOT HOLES

After marking screw locations,
drill pilot holes for the screws
with a Ye-in. twist bit. Doing
so prevents you from snapping
screws or jacking the tread as
a screw is driven.
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TREADS AND RISERS counne

7 *» GLUE THE TREADS

An ample bead of high-quality construction
adhesive on each stringer, as well as

dabs of adhesive on the top of the risers,
prevents stair squeaks caused by age and
wood movement.

8 « CHECK THE GAP

Drop the tread into place with the closed
end captured in the skirtboard, and slide
the tread forward so that the bullnose of
the tread fully engages the bullnose of
the dado. Then measure from the back of
the tread to the stringers to maintain a
consistent gap for the next riser.

11  GLUE THE TREAD'S EDGE

Before installing the next riser, spread
glue on the back edge of the tread. This
helps keep the riser tight to the tread with
seasonal movement.
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When stringers end up more than 16 in. below the necessary riser height, cut
and glue down sections of shim to make up the difference. After placing a bead
of construction adhesive on the stringer, press the shim section into the bead
near the riser and add a continuous bead over the shim to prevent squeaks.

9 » SHIM THE TREAD

Before driving screws on the closed-stair
ends of the tread, tap in shims at the back
of the tread to push the tread tight to the
top of the dado. On open ends, shim the
tread so that it's level front to back and
left to right.

12 « CHECK THE RISER HEIGHT

Insert the riser, keeping its top edge 1 in.
(the thickness of the tread) below the top
edge of the dado.

10  FASTEN THE FIRST TREAD

Drive high-quality finish-head screws through
the tread to secure it to the stringers. | like
using screws more than 15-ga. nails because
they hold better over the long term, which
prevents callbacks from squeaks. After the
screw holes are filled, sanded, and finished,
they are hardly noticeable.

13 « TACK THE BOTTOM

With the riser height set, tack the
bottom of the riser to the tread with a
brad nailer, angling the brad nails down
to keep them from popping through the
top side of the tread.
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14 < SHIM THE RISER TIGHT

Drive in shims as needed between the stringers and risers to push
the risers tight to the treads. The brads driven into the treads
earlier hold the risers in the proper position for shimming. Shims
inserted near the top of the stringer hold the riser square to the
tread below. Then drive 15-ga. finish nails through the riser and the
shims into the stringer, holding everything in place.

16 * FIT AND FASTEN THE CLOSED RISER

On the closed part of the stair, the ends of the risers butt directly into the skirts,
and that angle is seldom square. | have found that | can eyeball the angle pretty
closely by placing a rafter square on the tread below. The joint will be caulked, so a
perfect fit is not necessary. Once the riser is cut to length, spread glue on the back
of the tread below and slide the riser into place. Make sure each end of the riser is a
tread'’s thickness down from the tops of the dadoes before shimming and nailing.

17 « ADD GLUE AND INSTALL THE TREAD

With a tape measure pushed fully into the dado on one side, measure the length to
the opposite skirtboard just above the dado to get an accurate length for cutting the
closed treads. Cut to this slightly short length, the tread slips into the dadoes with the
push of a hand. Then you can slide the tread over so that it's centered between the
skirtboards. As with the open treads, | put a generous bead of construction adhesive
on each stringer before | set the tread in place and fasten it. Dabs of construction
adhesive on the riser between the stringers help prevent squeaks. Once the tread is in
the dadoes, the attachment process is the same as for the open section.

15 ¢ INSTALL TREADS TWO AND THREE

18 » TRIM OUT THE STAIRS

A scribe molding hides the end grain on the
plywood risers and any gaps between the
riser and the skirtboard. | fasten the scribe
molding with 18-ga. brads. A scotia molding
under the tread adds a little visual interest
and hides any gaps between the tread and
the riser.
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